



[image: ]





      Also by Elizabeth George

      A Great Deliverance

      Payment in Blood

      Well-Schooled in Murder

      A Suitable Vengeance

      Missing Joseph

      Playing for the Ashes

      In the Presence of the Enemy

      Deception on his Mind

      The Evidence Exposed

      In Pursuit of the Proper Sinner

      A Traitor to Memory

      I, Richard

      Crime From The Mind of A Woman (ed.)

      A Place of Hiding

   
      ELIZABETH GEORGE

      For the Sake of Elena

      [image: art]

   
COPYRIGHT

copyright © 1992 Susan Elizabeth George

      First published in Great Britain in 1992 by Bantam Press,
 a division of Transworld Publishers

      First published by Hodder & Stoughton in 2003

      An Hachette UK company

      The right of Elizabeth George to be identified as the Author
 of the Work has been asserted by her in accordance with the
 Copyright, Designs and Patents Act 1988.

      Extracts from ‘Epitaph for Fire and Flower’ by Sylvia Plath from
 Collected Poems by Sylvia Plath, reproduced by kind permission of
 Faber and Faber Ltd.

      All rights reserved. No part of this publication may be
 reproduced, stored in a retrieval system, or transmitted, in any form
 or by any means without the prior written permission of the
 publisher, nor be otherwise circulated in any form of binding or
 cover other than that in which it is published and without a similar
 condition being imposed on the subsequent purchaser.

      All characters in this publication are fictitious and any resemblance
 to real persons, living or dead, is purely coincidental.

      A CIP catalogue record for this title is
 available from the British Library

      Epub ISBN: 978 1 848 94272 1

      Book ISBN: 978 0 340 83137 3

      Hodder & Stoughton

      A division of Hodder Headline

      338 Euston Road

      London NWI 3BH


      For Mom and Dad,
 who encouraged the passion
 and tried to understand everything else

   

Dawn snuffs out star’s spent wick,
 Even as love’s dear fools cry evergreen,
 And a languor of wax congeals the vein
 No matter how fiercely lit.

SYLVIA PLATH             



   
      Author's Note

      Those familiar with the city of Cambridge and with Cambridge University will recognize that there is little enough space between Trinity College and Trinity Hall in the first place, let alone enough space to hold the seven courts and four hundred years of architecture which comprise my fictional St Stephen’s College.

      I am indebted in any number of ways to a fine group of people who did their best to unlock for me the mysteries of Cambridge University from the standpoint of the senior fellows: Dr Elena Shire of Robinson College, Professor Lionel Elvin of Trinity Hall, Dr Mark Bailey of Gonville and Caius College, Dr Grahame Miles and Mr Alan Bamford of Homerton College.

      I am additionally grateful to the undergraduates and postgraduates who did their best to school me in the finer points of life as a junior fellow: Sandy Shafernich and Nick Blain of Queens’ College, Eleanor Peters of Homerton College and David Derbyshire of Clare College. Most especially, I am deeply indebted to Ruth Schuster of Homerton College who orchestrated my visits to supervisions and lectures, who arranged for my attendance at formal dinner, who did additional photographic research for me, and who patiently and heroically answered countless questions about the city, the colleges, the faculties and the University. Without Ruth I would have been a lost soul indeed.

      I thank Inspector Pip Lane of Cambridge Constabulary for his assistance and suggestions in details of plot; Beryl Polley of Trinity Hall for introducing me to her boys on L staircase; and Mr John East of C.E. Computing Services in London for all the information about the Ceephone.

      And especially I thank Tony Mott for patiently listening to a brief and enthusiastic description of a murder site and recognizing it and giving it a name.

      In the United States, I owe debts of gratitude to Blair Maffris, who always fields my questions on any aspect of art; to painter Carlos Ramos, who allowed me to spend a day with him in his studio in Pasadena; to Alan Hallback, who provided me with a beginner’s course in understanding jazz; to my husband Ira Toibin, whose patience, support and encouragement are the most important mainstays in my life; to Julie Mayer, who never gets tired of reading rough drafts; to Kate Miciak and Deborah Schneider - editor and literary agent - who continue to believe in the literary mystery.

      If this book is at all accurate, it is owing to the good-natured involvement of this generous group. Any missteps and errors are mine alone.
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      Elena Weaver awakened when the second light went on in her bed-sitting room. The first light, twelve feet away on her desk,
         managed only to rouse her moderately. The second light, however, positioned to shine directly in her face from an anglepoise
         lamp on the bedside table, acted as efficiently as a blast of music or a jangling alarm. When it broke into her dream – an
         unwelcome interloper, considering the subject matter her subconscious had been pursuing – she bolted upright in bed.
      

      She hadn’t started out the previous night in this bed or even in this room, so for a moment she blinked, perplexed, wondering
         when the plain red curtains had been changed for that hideous print of yellow chrysanthemums and green leaves lounging on
         a field of what appeared to be bracken. They were drawn across a window which was itself in the wrong place. As was the desk.
         In fact, there shouldn’t have been a desk in there at all. Nor should it have been strewn with papers, notebooks, several
         open volumes, and a large word processor.
      

      This last item, as well as the telephone beside it, brought everything sharply into focus. She was in her own room, alone.
         She’d come in just before two, torn off her clothes, dropped exhausted into bed, and managed about four hours’ sleep. Four
         hours … Elena groaned. No wonder she’d thought she was elsewhere.
      

      Rolling out of bed, she thrust her feet into fuzzy slippers and quickly drew on the green woollen bathrobe that lay in a heap
         next to her jeans on the floor. The material was old, worn down to a feathery softness. Her father had presented her with
         a fine silk dressing-gown upon her matriculation into Cambridge a year ago – indeed, he had presented her with an entire wardrobe
         which she had mostly discarded – but she had left it at his house on one of her frequent weekend visits, and while she wore
         it in his presence to appease the anxiety with which he seemed to watch her every move, she never wore it at any other time.
         Certainly not at home in London with her mother, and never here in college. The old green one was better. It felt like velvet
         against her bare skin.
      

      She padded across the room to her desk and pulled open the curtains. It was still dark outside, and the fog which had lain
         upon the city like an oppressive miasma for the past five days seemed even thicker this morning, pressing against the casement
         windows and streaking them with a lacework of moisture. On the wide sill stood a cage with a small bottle of water hanging
         on its side, an exercise wheel in its centre, and an athletic-sock-turned-nest in its far right-hand corner. Curled into this
         was a dollop of fur the size of a tablespoon and the colour of sherry.
      

      Elena tapped her fingers against the icy bars of the cage. She brought her face up to it, caught the mixed smells of shredded
         newspaper, cedar shavings, and pungent mouse droppings, and blew her breath softly in the direction of the nest.
      

      ‘Muh-owz,’ she said. Again, she tapped against the bars of the cage. ‘Muh-owz.’

      Within the small mound of fur, a bright brown eye opened. The mouse lifted his head. His nose tested the air.

      ‘Tibbit,’ Elena said, smiling in delight as his whiskers twitched. ‘Mornun, muh-owz.’

      The mouse scampered from his nest and came to inspect her fingers, clearly expecting a morning treat. Elena opened the cage
         door and picked him up, scarcely three inches of lively curiosity in the palm of her hand. She perched him on her shoulder,
         where he immediately began an investigation into the possibilities presented by her hair. This was quite long and quite straight,
         its colour identical to the mouse’s fur. These facts seemed to offer the promise of camouflage, for he snuggled happily between
         the collar of Elena’s robe and her neck, where he anchored himself onto the material and began to wash his face.
      

      Elena did the same, opening the cupboard that housed the basin and switching on the light above it. She went on to brush her
         teeth, to bind her hair back with a bit of ribboned elastic, and to rustle through her clothes cupboard for her tracksuit
         and a jersey. She pulled on the trousers and went next door to the gyp room.
      

      She flipped on the light and examined the shelf above the stainless steel sink. Coco Pops, Weetabix, Corn Flakes. The sight
         of all of them made her stomach roll uneasily, so she opened the refrigerator, pulled out a carton of orange juice, and drank
         directly from it. Her mouse put an end to his morning ablutions and scuttled back onto her shoulder in anticipation. As she
         continued to drink, Elena rubbed her index finger on the top of his head. His tiny teeth gnawed at the edge of her fingernail.
         Enough of affection. He was getting impatient.
      

      ‘Awright,’ Elena said. She rooted through the refrigerator – grimacing at the rank smell of milk gone bad – and found the
         jar of peanut butter. A fingertip of this was the mouse’s daily treat, and he set upon it happily when she presented it to
         him. He was still working the residue out of his fur when Elena returned to her room and placed him on her desk. She threw
         off her robe, pulled on a jersey, and began to stretch.
      

      She knew the importance of warming up before her daily run. Her father had drummed it into her head with monotonous regularity
         ever since she had joined the University’s Hare and Hounds Club in her first term. Still, she found it horrifically boring,
         and the only way she managed to complete the series of stretches was to combine them with something else, such as fantasizing,
         making toast, gazing out of the window, or reading a bit of literature she’d been avoiding for ages. This morning she combined
         the exercising with toast and window gazing. While the bread was browning in the toaster on her bookshelf, she worked on loosening
         leg and thigh muscles, her eyes on the window. Outside, the fog was creating a billowing whirlpool round the lamppost in the
         centre of North Court, holding out the guarantee of an unpleasant run.
      

      Out of the corner of her eye, Elena saw the mouse scooting back and forth across the top of her desk, pausing to raise himself
         on hind legs and sniff the air. He was nobody’s fool. Several million years of olfactory evolution told him that more food
         was in the offing, and he wanted his share.
      

      She glanced at the bookshelf to see the toast had popped up. She broke off a piece for the mouse and tossed it in his cage.
         He scrambled immediately in that direction, his tiny ears catching the light like diaphanous wax.
      

      ‘Hey,’ she said, catching the little animal in his progress across two volumes of poetry and three Shakespearean criticisms.
         ‘Say g’bye, Tibbit.’ Fondly, she rubbed her cheek against his fur before replacing him in the cage. The piece of toast was
         nearly his size, but he managed to drag it industriously towards his nest. Elena smiled, tapped her fingers on the cage top,
         grabbed the rest of the toast, and left the room.
      

      As the corridor’s glass firedoor whooshed closed behind her, she put on the jacket of her tracksuit and pulled up its hood.
         She ran down the first flight of L staircase and swung round the landing by grasping the wrought-iron banister and landing lightly in a crouch, taking the pressure
         of her weight in her legs and ankles, rather than in her knees. She took the second flight at a quicker pace, dashed across
         the entry and flung open the door. The cold air hit her like water. Her muscles stiffened in reaction. She forced them to
         relax, running in place for a moment as she shook her arms. She breathed in deeply. The air – with the fog taking its origin
         in the river and the fens – tasted of humus and woodsmoke, and it covered her skin quickly with a watery down.
      

      She jogged across the south end of New Court, sprinting through the two passageways to Principal Court. No one was about.
         No lights were on in rooms. It was wonderful, exhilarating. She felt inordinately free.
      

      And she had less than fifteen minutes to live.

      Five days of fog dripped off buildings and trees, made wet lattices on windows, created pools on the pavement. Outside St
         Stephen’s College, a lorry’s hazard lights flashed in the mist, two small orange beacons like blinking cat’s eyes. In Senate
         House Passage, Victorian lampposts reached long fingers of yellow light through the fog, and the Gothic spires of King’s College
         first rose against then disappeared altogether into a backdrop of gloom the colour of grey doves. Beyond that, the sky still
         wore the guise of a mid-November night. Full dawn was yet an hour away.
      

      Elena pounded from Senate House Passage into King’s Parade. The pressure of her feet against the pavement sent an answering
         quiver up the muscles and bones of her legs and into her stomach. She pressed her palms against her hips, just where his had
         been last night. But unlike last night, her breathing was steady, not rapid and urgent and centred single-mindedly on that
         frantic rise to pleasure. Still, she could almost see his head thrown back. She could almost see him concentrating on the
         heat, the friction, and the slick profusion of her body’s desire. She could almost see his mouth form the words oh God oh God oh God oh God as his hips thrust up and his hands pulled her down harder and harder against him. And then her name on his lips and the
         wild beating of his heart against his chest. And his breathing, like a runner.
      

      She liked to think of it. She’d even been dreaming of it when the light went on in her room this morning.

      She powered along King’s Parade towards Trumpington, weaving in and out of the patchy light. Somewhere not far away, a breakfast
         was cooking, for the air held the faint scent of bacon and coffee. Her throat began to close uneasily in response, and she
         increased her speed to escape the odour, splashing through a puddle that sent icy water seeping through her left sock.
      

      At Mill Lane, she made the turn towards the river. The blood was beginning to pound in her veins, and in spite of the cold,
         she had started to perspire. A line of sweat beneath her breasts was trickling towards her waist.
      

      Perspiration’s the sign that your body is working, her father would tell her. Perspiration, naturally. He would never say
         sweat.
      

      The air seemed fresher as she approached the river, dodging two dust carts that were manned by the first living creature she
         had seen out on the streets this morning, a workman wearing a lime green anorak. He heaved a haversack onto the pushbar of
         one of the carts and lifted a Thermos as if to toast her as she passed.
      

      At the end of the lane, she darted onto the pedestrian bridge that spanned the River Cam. The bricks beneath her feet were
         slick. She ran in place for a moment, fumbling with the wrist of her tracksuit jacket to get a look at her watch. When she
         realized she’d left it back in her room, she cursed softly and jogged back across the bridge to have a quick look down Laundress
         Lane.
      

      Damn, damn, double damn. Where is she? Elena squinted through the fog. She blew out a quick gust of breath in irritation. This wasn’t the first time she’d had to
         wait, and if her father had his way, it wouldn’t be the last.
      

      ‘I won’t have you running alone, Elena. Not at that hour of the morning. Not along the river. We won’t have any discussion
         about this. If you’d care to choose another route …’
      

      But she knew it wouldn’t matter. Another route and he’d only come up with another objection. She should never have let him
         know that she was running in the first place. At the time, it had seemed an innocuous enough piece of information. I’ve joined Hare and Hounds, Daddy. But he managed to turn it into yet another display of his devotion to her. Just as he did when he got hold of her essays
         prior to supervisions. He’d read them, brow furrowed, his posture and expression both declaring: look how concerned I am,
         see how much I love you, note how I treasure having you back in my life, I’ll never leave you again, my darling. And then
         he’d critique them, guiding her through introductions and conclusions and points to be clarified, bringing her stepmother
         in for further assistance, sitting back in his leather chair with his eyes shining earnestly. See what a happy family we are? It made her skin crawl.
      

      Her breath steamed the air. She’d waited more than a minute. Still no one emerged from the grey soup of Laundress Lane.

      Stuff it, she thought and ran back to the bridge. On the Mill Pool beyond her, swans and ducks etched out their shapes in the gauzy
         air while on the southwest bank of the pool itself a willow wept branches into the water. Elena gave one final glance over
         her shoulder, but no one was running to meet her, so she herself ran on.
      

      Descending the slope of the weir, she misjudged the angle and felt the slight pull of a muscle in her leg. She winced, but
         kept going. Her time was shot to hell – not that she knew what her time was in the first place – but she might be able to
         make up a few seconds once she reached the causeway. She picked up her pace.
      

      The pavement narrowed to a strip of tarmac with the river on its left and the wide, mist-shrouded expanse of Sheep’s Green
         to its right. Here, the hulking silhouettes of trees rose out of the fog, and the handrails of footbridges made horizontal
         slashes of white where the occasional lights from across the river managed to cut through the gloom. As she ran, ducks plopped
         silently from the bank into the water, and Elena reached into her pocket for the last wedge of morning toast which she crumbled
         and tossed their way.
      

      Her toes were driving steadily into the front of her running shoes. Her ears were starting to ache in the cold. She tightened
         the drawstring of her hood beneath her chin, and from her jacket pocket, she took a pair of mittens and pulled them on, blowing
         into her hands and pressing them against her chilled face.
      

      Ahead, the river separated into two parts – main body and murky stream – as it flowed sluggishly round Robinson Crusoe’s Island,
         a small mass of land thickly overgrown on its south end with trees and brush and its north end given to the repair of the
         colleges’ sculls, canoes, rowboats and punts. A bonfire had been lit in the area recently, for Elena could smell its remains
         in the air. Someone had probably camped illegally on the north section of the island during the night, leaving behind a residue
         of charred wood hastily extinguished by water. It smelled different from a fire that has died a natural death.
      

      Curious, Elena looked through the trees as she dashed along the north end of the island. Canoes and punts piled one on top
         of another, their wood slick and glistening and dripping with the fog. But no one was there.
      

      The path began the rise towards Fen Causeway which marked the end of the first leg of her run. As always, she met the gradual
         acclivity with a fresh burst of energy, breathing steadily but feeling the building pressure in her chest. She was just beginning
         to adjust to the new speed when she saw them.
      

      Two figures appeared ahead of her on the pavement, one crouched and the other stretched across the width of the path. They
         were shadowy and largely amorphous, and they seemed to tremble like uncertain holograms, backlit by the wavering, filtered
         light from the causeway about twenty yards away. Perhaps hearing Elena’s approach, the crouched figure turned towards her,
         lifted a hand. The other didn’t move.
      

      Elena squinted through the fog. Her eyes went from one figure to the other. She saw the size. She saw the dimensions.

      Townee, she thought, and rushed forward.
      

      The crouched figure stood, backed off at Elena’s approach, and seemed to disappear into the heavier mist near the footbridge
         that joined the path with the island. Elena stumbled to a stop and fell to her knees. She reached out, touched, and found
         herself frantically examining what amounted to nothing more than an old coat stuffed with rags.
      

      In confusion, she turned, one hand on the ground, pushing herself to her feet. She drew in a sharp breath to speak.

      As she did so, the heavy air splintered before her. A movement flashed on her left. The first blow fell.

      It hit her squarely between the eyes. Lightning shot through her field of vision. Her body flew backwards.

      The second blow crashed against her nose and cheek, cutting completely through the flesh and shattering the zygomatic bone
         like a piece of glass.
      

      If there was a third blow, she did not feel it.

      It was just after seven when Sarah Gordon pulled her Escort onto the wide section of pavement right next to the University
         Department of Engineering. In spite of the fog and the morning traffic, she’d made the drive from her home in less than five
         minutes, charging over Fen Causeway as if pursued by a legion of ghouls. She set the hand brake, clambered out into the damp
         morning, and slammed the door.
      

      The painting, she told herself. Nothing but the painting.

      She marched to the boot of the car where she began pulling out her equipment: a camp stool, a sketch pad, a wooden case, an
         easel, two canvases. When these objects lay on the ground at her feet, she stared into the boot, asking herself if she had
         forgotten anything. She concentrated on details – charcoal and temperas and pencils in the case – and tried to ignore her
         increasing nausea and the fact that tremors weakened her legs.
      

      She stood for a moment with her head resting against the grimy open lid of the boot and schooled herself to think only of
         the painting. It was something she’d contemplated, begun, developed and completed times beyond counting ever since her childhood,
         so all the elements should have been old friends. The subject, the location, the light, the composition, the choice of media
         demanded her full concentration. She made an attempt to give it to them. The world of possibility was opening now. This morning
         represented a sacred renaissance.
      

      Seven weeks ago, she’d marked this day on her calendar, 13 November. She’d written do it across that small, white square of hope, and now she was here to put an end to eight months of paralysed inactivity, utilizing
         the only means she knew to find her way back to the passion with which she’d once greeted her work. If only she could muster
         up the courage to overcome a minor setback …
      

      She slammed home the boot lid and picked up her equipment. Each object found its natural position in her hands and under her
         arms. There wasn’t even a panic-filled moment of wondering how she’d managed to carry everything in the past. And the very
         fact that some behaviours did seem to be automatic, second nature, like riding a bicycle, buoyed her for an instant. She walked
         back over Fen Causeway and descended the slope towards Robinson Crusoe’s Island, telling herself that the past was dead, telling
         herself that she’d come here to bury it.
      

      For too long she had stood numbly in front of an easel, incapable of thinking of the healing propensities inherent in the
         simple act of creating. All these months, she had created nothing, except the means of her own destruction, collecting half
         a dozen prescriptions for pills, cleaning and oiling her old shot-gun, preparing her gas oven, making a rope from her scarves
         and all the time believing that the artistic force within her had died. But all that was ended, as were the seven weeks of
         growing dread as 13 November approached, leading her to this foggy island.
      

      She paused on the little bridge spanning the narrow stream that separated Robinson Crusoe’s Island from the rest of Sheep’s
         Green. Although it was daylight, the mist was heavy, and it lay against her field of vision like a bank of clouds. Through
         it, the rattling song of an adult male wren shot out from one of the trees above her, and the causeway traffic passed with
         the muted rise and fall of engines. A duck wak-wacked somewhere nearby on the river. A bicycle bell jingled from across the green.
      

      To her left, the boat repair sheds were still closed and shuttered. Ahead of her, ten iron steps climbed up to Crusoe’s Bridge
         and descended to Coe Fen on the east bank of the river. She saw that the bridge itself had been repainted, a fact she had
         not noticed earlier. Where once it was green and orange and patchy with rust, now it was brown and cream, the cream a series
         of crisscrossing banisters that glistened luminescently through the mist. The bridge itself looked suspended over nothing.
         And everything round it was altered and hidden by the fog.
      

      In spite of her determination, she sighed. It was impossible. No light, no hope and no inspiration in this bleak, cold place.
         Be damned to Whistler’s night studies of the Thames. To hell with what Turner could have made from this dawn. No one would
         ever believe she had come to paint this.
      

      Still, it was a basic necessity. This was the day she had chosen. Events had dictated that she come to this island to draw.
         Draw she would. She plunged across the rest of the little footbridge and pushed open the creaking wrought-iron gate, determined
         to ignore the chill that seemed to be inching its way through every organ of her body. She clenched her teeth together.
      

      Inside the gate, she felt the squish and ooze of mud sucking noisily against her plimsolls, and she shuddered. It was cold.
         But it was only the cold. And she picked her way into the copse created by alder, crack willow and beech.
      

      Condensation dripped from the trees. Drops splatted with a sound like slow bubbling porridge onto the sorrel tarpaulin of
         autumn leaves. A thick, fallen branch undulated across the ground before her, and just beyond it, a small clearing beneath
         a poplar offered a view. Sarah made for this. She leaned her easel and canvases against the tree, snapped open her camp stool,
         and propped her wooden case next to it. The sketch pad she clutched to her chest.
      

      Paint, draw, paint, sketch. She felt her heart thud. Her fingers seemed like rods, brittle and stiff. Her very nails ached.
         She despised her weakness.
      

      She forced her body onto the camp stool to face the river, and she stared at the bridge. She made an assessment of every detail,
         trying to see each as a line or an angle, a simple problem in composition which needed to be solved. Like a reflex response,
         her mind began to evaluate what her eyes took in. With their late autumn leaves tipped by beads of moisture that managed to
         catch and reflect what little light there was, three alder branches acted as a frame for the bridge. They formed diagonal
         lines that first stretched above the structure then descended in a perfect parallel to the stairs which led down to Coe Fen
         where, through a swirling mass of fog, the distant lights from Peterhouse glimmered. A duck and two swans were misty forms
         on the river which was itself so grey – a duplication of the air above it – that the birds floated as if suspended in space.
      

      Quick strokes, she thought, big bold impressions, use a smudge of charcoal to suggest greater depth. She made her first pass
         against the sketch pad, then a second, and a third before her fingers slipped, losing their grip on the charcoal which slid
         across the paper and into her lap.
      

      She stared at the mess she had made of the drawing. She ripped it from the pad and began a second time.

      As she drew, she felt her bowels begin to loosen, she felt nausea begin its process of gripping her throat. ‘Oh please,’ she
         whispered, and glanced about, knowing she had no time to get home, knowing also that she couldn’t allow herself to be sick
         here and now. She looked down at her sketch, saw the inadequate, pedestrian lines, and crumpled it up.
      

      She began a third drawing, forcing all her concentration on keeping her right hand steady. Seeking to hold her panic at bay,
         she tried to duplicate the angle of the alder branches. She tried to copy the crisscrossing of the bridge banisters. She tried
         to suggest the pattern of the foliage. The charcoal snapped in two.
      

      She pushed herself to her feet. It wasn’t supposed to be like this. The creative power was supposed to take over. Time and
         place were supposed to disappear. The desire itself was supposed to return. But it hadn’t. It was gone. And that meant she
         was lost.
      

      You can, she thought fiercely, you can and you will. Nothing can stop you. No one stands in your way.

      She thrust the sketch pad under her arm, grabbed her camp stool, and struck southward on the island until she came to a small
         spit of land. It was overgrown with nettles, but it provided a different view of the bridge. This was the spot.
      

      The ground was loamy, matted by leaves. Trees and bushes formed a web of vegetation behind which, at a distance, the stone
         bridge of Fen Causeway rose. Sarah snapped open the camp stool here. She dropped it to the ground. She took a step back and
         lost her footing on what seemed to be a branch that was hidden beneath a pile of leaves. Considering the location, she should
         have been more than prepared, but the sensation still unnerved her.
      

      ‘Damn it,’ she said and kicked the object to one side. The leaves fell from it. Sarah felt her stomach heave. The object wasn’t
         a branch, but a human arm.
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      Mercifully, the arm was attached to a body. In his twenty-nine years with the Cambridge Constabulary, Superintendent Daniel
         Sheehan had never had a dismemberment occur upon his patch, and he didn’t want that dubious investigatory distinction now.
      

      Upon receiving the telephone call from the station house at twenty past seven, he’d come barrelling down from Arbury with
         lights flashing and siren sounding, grateful for an excuse to leave the breakfast table where the tenth straight day of grapefruit
         wedges, one boiled egg and one thin slice of unbuttered toast provoked him into snarling at his teenaged son and daughter
         about their clothing and their hair, as if they were not both wearing school uniforms, as if their heads were not well-groomed
         and tidy. Stephen glanced at his mother, Linda did the same. And the three of them tucked into their own breakfasts with the
         martyred air of a family too long exposed to the unexpected mood-swings of the chronic dieter.
      

      Traffic had been locked at the Newnham Road roundabout, and only by driving half on the pavement was Sheehan able to reach
         the bridge of Fen Causeway at something other than the hedgehog speed at which the rest of the cars were moving. He could
         envision the clogged mess which every southern artery into the city had probably become by now, and when he braked his car
         behind the constabulary’s scenes-of-crime van and heaved himself into the damp, cold air, he told the constable stationed
         on the bridge to radio the dispatcher for more men to help move traffic along. He hated rubberneckers and thrill seekers equally.
         Accidents and murders brought out the worst in people.
      

      Tucking his navy scarf more securely into his overcoat, Sheehan ducked under the yellow ribbon of the established police line.
         On the bridge, half a dozen undergraduates leaned over the parapet, trying to get a look at the activity below. Sheehan growled
         and waved the constable over to deal with them. If the victim was a member of one of the colleges, he wasn’t about to let
         the word out any sooner than he had to. An uneasy peace had reigned between the local constabulary and the University since a cocked-up investigation at Emmanuel last term. He didn’t particularly want anything to disturb it.

      He crossed the footbridge to the island, where a female constable was hovering over a woman whose face and lips were the colour of unbleached linen. She was sitting on one of the bottom iron steps of Crusoe’s Bridge, one arm curved round her stomach and one fist bearing the weight of her head. She wore an old blue overcoat that looked as if it would dangle to her ankles, the front of it crusted with brown and yellow specks. Apparently, she’d been sick on herself.

      ‘She found the body?’ Sheehan asked the constable, who nodded in reply. ‘Who’s made it so far?’

      ‘Everyone but Pleasance. Drake kept him at the lab.’

      Sheehan snorted. Just another little tiff in forensic, no doubt. He raised his chin sharply at the woman in the overcoat.
         ‘Get her a blanket. Keep her here.’ He went back to the gate and entered the southern section of the island.
      

      Depending upon how one looked at it, the place was either a dream-come-true or a crime-scene nightmare. Evidence abounded,
         everything from disintegrating newspapers to partially filled and discarded plastic bags. The whole area looked like a common
         dumping ground with at least a dozen good – and obviously different – footprints pressed into the soggy earth.
      

      ‘Hell,’ Sheehan muttered.

      Wooden planks had been laid down by the scenes-of-crime team. They started at the gate and travelled south, disappearing into
         the fog. He picked his way along these, avoiding the regular splattering of water from the trees overhead. Fogdrops, his daughter
         Linda would have called them with that passion for linguistic accuracy which always surprised him into thinking that his real
         daughter had somehow been left behind at the hospital sixteen years ago and a pixie-faced poet left in her place.
      

      He paused by a clearing where two canvases and an easel leaned against a poplar and a wooden case gaped open, collecting a
         skin of condensation on a neat row of pastels and eight hand-lettered tubes of paint. He frowned at this, looking from the
         river to the bridge to the great puffs of fog rising like a gas from the fen. As the subject for a painting, it reminded him
         of that French stuff he’d seen at the Courtauld Institute years ago, dots and swirls and dashes of colour that you could only
         figure out if you stood forty feet away and squinted like the devil and thought about how things might look if you needed
         specs.
      

      Further along, the planks veered to the left, and he came upon his police photographer and the forensic biologist. They were
         bundled against the cold in overcoats and knitted caps, and they pranced about like two Russian dancers, hopping from foot
         to foot to keep the circulation going. The photographer looked as pale as he usually did prior to having to document a killing.
         The forensic biologist looked peeved. She hugged her arms to her chest, shifted from one foot to the other in a bobbling fashion,
         and glanced repeatedly and restlessly in the direction of the causeway as if in the belief that the killer lingered beyond
         them in the fog and only by plunging through it immediately could they hope to apprehend him.
      

      As Sheehan reached them and began to ask his customary question – ‘What d’we have this time?’ – he saw the reason for the
         forensic biologist’s impatience. A tall figure was emerging from the mist beneath the crack willows, walking carefully with
         his eyes on the ground. In spite of the cold, his cashmere greatcoat was slung indifferently round his shoulders like a cape,
         and he wore no scarf to detract from the crisp, clean lines of his Italian suit. Drake, the head of Sheehan’s forensic department,
         one half of a bickering duo of scientists that had been aggravating him for the last five months. He was indulging in his
         flare for costume this morning, Sheehan noted.
      

      ‘Anything?’ he asked the scientist.

      Drake paused to light a cigarette. He pinched the match with his gloved fingers, and deposited it in a small jar which he
         took from his pocket. Sheehan refrained from comment. The bloody man never went anywhere unprepared.
      

      ‘We appear to be missing a weapon,’ he said. ‘I should think we’re going to have to drag the river for a look.’

      Wonderful, Sheehan thought, and counted up the men and the hours it would take to complete the operation. He went to have
         a look at the body.
      

      ‘Female,’ the biologist said. ‘Just a kid.’

      As Sheehan gazed down at the girl, he reflected upon the fact that there was none of the hush which one would expect to attend
         a death. Horns bellowed from the causeway; idling engines bawled; brakes squealed; voices called. Birds chirruped in the trees,
         and a dog yelped sharply in pain or play. Life was continuing, despite the proximity and the evidence of violence.
      

      That the girl’s death had been violent was unquestionable. Although much of her had been deliberately covered with fallen
         leaves, enough of her body was exposed to allow Sheehan to see the worst. Someone had beaten in her face. The tie of her tracksuit’s
         hood was wound round her neck. Whether she had died from head wounds or from strangulation would ultimately have to be determined
         by the pathologist, but one thing was clear: no one would be able to identify her from a simple glance at her face. It was
         battered and bashed.
      

      Sheehan squatted for a careful, closer look. She lay on her right side, her face turned into the earth and her long hair falling
         forward and coiling on the ground. Her arms were in front of her, wrists together but unbound. Her knees were bent.
      

      He gnawed thoughtfully at his lower lip, glanced at the river five feet away, looked back at the body. She was wearing a stained
         brown tracksuit and white athletic shoes with dirty laces. She looked trim. She looked fit. She looked like the political
         nightmare he had hoped she wouldn’t be. He lifted her arm to see if there was any insignia on her jacket. His breath puffed
         out of him in a sigh of despair when he saw that a shield surmounted by the words St Stephen’s College had been sewn onto the material that covered her left breast.
      

      ‘God damn,’ he muttered. He replaced her arm and nodded at the photographer. ‘Shoot her,’ he said and moved away.

      He looked across Coe Fen. The fog seemed to be lifting, but it might have been the effect of growing daylight, a momentary
         illusion, or wishful thinking. Still, it didn’t matter if the fog was there or not, for Sheehan was Cambridge born and bred,
         and he knew what lay beyond that opaque veil of shifting mist. Peterhouse. Across the street, Pembroke. To Pembroke’s left,
         Corpus Christi. From there, to the north, the west and the east sprang college after college. Surrounding them, servicing
         them, owing its very existence to the presence of the University, was the city itself. And all of it – colleges, faculties,
         libraries, businesses, homes and inhabitants – represented more than seven hundred years of uneasy symbiosis.
      

      A movement behind him and Sheehan turned to looked into Drake’s moody grey eyes. Obviously the forensic scientist had known
         what to expect. He’d been long anticipating the opportunity to put the thumbscrews to his subordinate back in the lab.
      

      ‘Unless she beat in her own face and made the weapon disappear, I doubt anyone will argue this a suicide,’ he said.
      

* * *

      In his London office, New Scotland Yard’s Superintendent Malcolm Webberly mashed out his third cigar in as many hours and
         surveyed his divisional DIs, wondering how merciful they would be about ignoring the egg which he was about to splatter upon
         his own face. Considering the length and volume of his diatribe only two weeks ago, he knew he could probably expect the worst.
         He certainly deserved it. He had expostulated with his team for at least thirty minutes about what he had caustically referred
         to as the Cross-Country Crusaders, and now he was about to ask one of his men to join them.
      

      He evaluated the possibilities. They were sitting round the central table in his office. As usual, Hale was giving way to
         nervous energy, playing with a pile of paperclips which he appeared to be fashioning into a form of light-weight mail, perhaps
         with the anticipation of doing battle with someone armed with toothpicks. Stewart – the divisional compulsive – was using
         the pause in conversation to work on a report, a behaviour that was typical of him. Rumour had it that Stewart had somehow
         managed to perfect making love to his wife and filling out police reports simultaneously, and with just about the same degree
         of enthusiasm. Next to him, MacPherson was cleaning his fingernails with a broken-tipped penknife, a this-too-shall-pass expression
         on his face, while on his left Lynley polished his reading spectacles with a snow-coloured handkerchief on which the heavily
         embroidered letter A adorned one corner.
      

      Webberly had to smile at the irony of the situation. A fortnight ago, he had been expounding on the country’s current penchant
         for peripatetic policing, using as fodder a piece in The Times which consisted of an exposé on the amount of public funds being poured into the unnatural workings of the criminal justice
         system.
      

      ‘Look at this,’ he had snarled, bunching the newspaper in his hand in such a way that made looking at it impossible. ‘We’ve
         got the Greater Manchester Force investigating Sheffield on suspicion of bribery because of that Hillsborough football cock-up.
         We’ve got Yorkshire in Manchester, looking at complaints against some senior officers. We’ve got West Yorkshire peeping at
         the serious crimes squad in Birmingham; Avon and Somerset dabbling round the Guildford Four in Surrey; and Cambridgeshire
         mucking out Northern Ireland, looking for dust under the beds of the RUC. No one’s patrolling his own patch any longer and
         it’s time that stopped!’
      

      His men had nodded in thoughtful agreement, although Webberly wondered if any of them had really been listening. Their hours
         were long, their burdens tremendous. Thirty minutes given to their superintendent’s political maundering were thirty minutes
         they could ill afford. That latter thought came to him later, however. At the moment, the craving for debate was upon him,
         his audience was captive, he was compelled to continue.
      

      ‘This is miserable rubbish. What’s happened to us? CCs are running like bashful milkmaids at the first sign of trouble from
         the Press. They ask anyone and everyone to investigate their men rather than run their own force, conduct their own investigation,
         and tell the media to eat cow dung in the meantime. Who are these idiots that they don’t have the gumption to wash their own
         dirty laundry?’
      

      If anyone took umbrage with the superintendent’s display of mixed metaphors, no one commented upon it. Instead, they bowed
         to the rhetorical nature of his question and waited patiently for him to answer it, which he did, in an oblique fashion.
      

      ‘Just let them ask me to become part of this nonsense. I’ll give them all a real piece of what-for.’
      

      And now he had come to it, with a special request from two separate parties, direction from Webberly’s own superior officer,
         and neither time nor opportunity to give anyone what-for.
      

      Webberly pushed himself back from the table and lumbered to his desk where he pressed the intercom for his secretary. In response
         the slender box chattered with static and conversation. The former he was used to. The intercom had not worked properly since
         the hurricane of 1987. The latter, unfortunately, he was used to as well: Dorothea Harriman waxing warmly eloquent on the
         object of her not inconsiderable admiration.
      

      ‘They’re dyed, I tell you. Have been for years. That way there’s no mascara to smudge up her eyes in pictures and such …’
         An interruption of static.’… can’t tell me Fergie’s anything … I don’t care how many more babies she decides—’
      

      ‘Harriman,’ Webberly interrupted.

      ‘White tights would look the best … when she used to favour those god-awful spots. Thank God, she’s given them a rest.’
      

      ‘Harriman.’

      ‘… darling hat she had on at Royal Ascot this summer, did you see? … Laura Ashley? No! I wouldn’t be seen dead …’
      

      Speaking of death, Webberly thought and resigned himself to a more primitive, stentorian and decidedly effective manner of
         getting his secretary’s attention. He strode to the door, yanked it open, and shouted her name.
      

      Dorothea Harriman popped into the doorway as he returned to the table. She’d had her hair cut recently, quite short in the
         back and on the sides, a long glossy bit of blonde mane in the front that swept across her brow in a glitter of artificial
         gold highlighting. She wore a red wool dress, matching shoes and white tights. Unfortunately, red favoured her as little as
         it did the Princess. But, like the Princess, she had remarkable ankles.
      

      ‘Superintendent Webberly?’ she asked, with a nod at the officers sitting round the table. It was a butter-wouldn’t-melt look.
         All business, it declared. Every moment of her day was spent with her nose pressed directly upon the grindstone of her job.
      

      ‘If you can tear yourself away from your current evaluation of the Princess …’ Webberly said. His secretary’s expression was
         a study in guilelessness. Princess who? was telegraphed across her innocent face. He knew better than to engage her in indirect combat. Six years of her adulation
         of the Princess of Wales had taught him he would lose in any attempt to shame her away from wallowing in it. He resigned himself
         to saying, ‘There’s a fax due from Cambridge. See about it. Now. If you get any calls from Kensington Palace, I’ll keep them
         on hold.’
      

      Harriman pressed the very front of her lips together, but an imp’s smile curled both corners of her mouth. ‘Fax,’ she said.
         ‘Cambridge. Right. In a tick, Superintendent.’ And she added as a parting shot, ‘Charles went there, you know.’
      

      John Stewart looked up, tapping the top of his pen reflectively against his teeth. ‘Charles?’ he asked in some confusion,
         as if wondering whether the attention he had been giving to his report had somehow caused him to lose the drift of the conversation.
      

      ‘Wales,’ Webberly said.

      ‘Whales in Cambridge?’ Stewart asked. ‘What sort of whales? Where? Have they opened an aquarium?’

      ‘Wales as in princes of,’ Phillip Hale barked.

      ‘The Prince of Wales is in Cambridge?’ Stewart asked. ‘But that should be handled by Special Branch, not by us.’

      ‘Jesus.’ Webberly took Stewart’s report from him and used it to gesture with as he spoke. Stewart winced when Webberly rolled
         it into a tube. ‘No Prince. No Wales. Just Cambridge. Got it?’
      

      ‘Sir.’

      ‘Thank you.’ Webberly noted with gratitude that MacPherson had put away his pocket knife and that Lynley was regarding him
         evenly with those unreadable dark eyes that were so much at odds with his perfectly clipped blond hair.
      

      ‘There’s been a killing up in Cambridge that we’ve been asked to take on,’ Webberly said and brushed away both their objections
         and their comments with a quick, vertical chopping motion of his hand. ‘I know. Don’t remind me. I’m eating my own words.
         I don’t much like it.’
      

      ‘Hillier?’ Hale asked astutely.

      Sir David Hillier was Webberly’s Chief Superintendent. If a request for the involvement of Webberly’s men came from him, it
         was no request at all. It was law.
      

      ‘Not altogether. Hillier approves. He knows about the case. But the request came directly to me.’

      Three of the DIs looked at each other curiously. The fourth, Lynley, kept his eyes on Webberly.

      ‘I temporized,’ Webberly said. ‘I know your plates are full at the moment, so I can get one of the other divisions to take
         this. But I’d rather not do that.’ He returned Stewart his report, and watched as the DI assiduously smoothed the pages against
         the table top to remove the curled edges. He continued speaking. ‘A student’s been murdered. A girl. She was an undergraduate
         at St Stephen’s College.’
      

      All four men reacted to that. A movement in the chair, a question cut off quickly, a sharp look in Webberly’s direction to
         read his face for signs of worry. All of them knew that the superintendent’s own daughter was a junior member of St Stephen’s
         College. Her photograph – giggling as she inexpertly punted both parents in an endless circle on the River Cam – stood on
         one of the filing cabinets in the room. Webberly saw the concern on their faces.
      

      ‘It’s nothing to do with Miranda,’ he reassured them. ‘But she knew the girl. That’s part of the reason why I got the call.’

      ‘But not the only reason,’ Stewart said.

      ‘Right. The calls – there were two of them – didn’t come from Cambridge CID. They came from the Master of St Stephen’s College
         and the University’s Vice Chancellor. It’s a tricky situation as far as the local police are concerned. The killing didn’t
         occur in the college, so Cambridge CID have the right to pursue it on their own. But since the victim’s a college girl, they
         need the University’s cooperation to investigate.’
      

      ‘The University won’t give it?’ MacPherson sounded incredulous.

      ‘They prefer an outside agency. From what I understand, they got their feathers ruffled over the way the local CID handled
         a suicide last Easter term. Gross insensitivity towards everyone concerned, the Vice Chancellor said, not to mention some
         sort of leaking of information to the Press. And since this girl is apparently the daughter of one of the Cambridge professors,
         they want everything handled with delicacy and tact.’
      

      ‘Detective Inspector Empathy,’ Hale said with a curl of his lip. It was, they all knew, a poorly veiled attempt to imply antagonism
         and lack of objectivity. None of them were unaware of Hale’s marital troubles. The last thing he wanted at the moment was
         to be sent out of the city on a lengthy case.
      

      Webberly ignored him. ‘Cambridge CID aren’t happy about the situation. It’s their patch. They prefer to handle it. So whoever
         goes can’t expect them to start killing the fatted calf. But I’ve spoken briefly to their superintendent – a bloke called
         Sheehan who seems a decent sort – and they’ll co-operate. He sees the University implying this is a town and gown situation
         and he’s miffed about the idea that his team might be accused of prejudice against the students. But he knows that without
         the University’s co-operation, any man he sends in will spend the next six months sifting through sawdust in order to find
         sand.’
      

      The sound of her light footsteps heralded Harriman. She presented Webberly with several sheets of paper on which the words
         Cambridgeshire Constabulary were printed along the top and in the right-hand corner a badge surmounted by a crown. She frowned at the collection of plastic
         coffee cups and foul-smelling ashtrays that sat on the table amid folders and documents. She clucked, tossed the cups into
         the waste bin by the door and carried the ashtrays at arm’s length from the room, with her head canted away from them in disapproval.
      

      As Webberly read the report, he passed on the pertinent information to his men.

      ‘Not much to work with so far,’ he said. ‘Twenty years old. Elena Weaver.’ He gave the girl’s Christian name a Mediterranean
         pronunciation.
      

      ‘A foreign student?’ Stewart asked.

      ‘Not from what I gathered from the Master of the College this morning. The mother lives in London and as I’ve said, the dad’s
         a professor at the University, a bloke short-listed for something called the Penford Chair of History – whatever the hell
         that is. He’s a senior fellow at St Stephen’s. A major reputation in his field, I was told.’
      

      ‘Thus the red carpet treatment,’ Hale interjected.

      Webberly continued. ‘They’ve done no autopsy yet, but they’re giving us an initial rough estimate of the time of death between
         midnight last night and seven this morning. Face beaten in with a heavy, blunt instrument—’
      

      ‘Isn’t it always?’ Hale asked.

      ‘— after which – according to the preliminaries – she was strangled.’

      ‘Rape?’ Stewart asked.

      ‘No indication of that yet.’

      ‘Midnight and seven?’ Hale asked. ‘But you said she wasn’t found in college?’

      Webberly shook his head. ‘She was found by the river.’ He frowned as he read the rest of the information Cambridge Constabulary
         had sent. ‘She was wearing a tracksuit and athletic shoes, so they assume she was out running when somebody jumped her. The
         body was covered with leaves. Some sketch artist stumbled on her at about quarter past seven this morning. And, according
         to Sheehan, got sick on the spot.’
      

      ‘Nae on the body, I hope,’ MacPherson said.

      ‘That certainly plays hell with trace evidence,’ Hale noted.

      The others laughed quietly in response. Webberly didn’t mind the levity. Years of exposure to murder hardened the softest
         of his men.
      

      He said, ‘According to Sheehan they had enough evidence at the scene to keep two or three crime-scene teams busy for weeks.’

      ‘How’s that?’ Stewart asked.

      ‘She was found on an island, and it’s used as a general trysting place, evidently. So they’ve at least half a dozen sacks
         of rubbish to analyse along with their tests on the body itself.’ He tossed the report onto the table. ‘That’s the limit of
         what we know right now. No autopsy. No record of interviews. Whoever takes the case will be working from the bottom.’
      

      ‘It’s a nice little mairder, nonetheless,’ MacPherson said.

      Lynley stirred, reaching out for the report. He put on his spectacles, read it over, and having done so, he spoke for the
         first time.
      

      ‘I’ll take it,’ he said.

      ‘I thought you were working on that rent boy case in Maida Vale,’ Webberly said.

      ‘We tied it up last night. This morning, rather. Brought the killer in at half past two.’

      ‘Good God, laddie, take a breather sometime,’ MacPherson said.

      Lynley smiled and rose. ‘Have any of you seen Havers?’

      Detective Sergeant Barbara Havers sat at one of the green computers in the Information Room on the ground floor of New Scotland
         Yard. She stared at the screen. She was supposed to be scanning the PNC for information on missing persons – at least five
         years missing, if the forensic anthropologist was to be believed – in an attempt to narrow down the possibilities on a set
         of bones found beneath the basement foundation of a building being torn down on the Isle of Dogs. It was a favour for a mate
         at the Manchester Road police station, but her mind wasn’t up to assimilating the facts on the screen, let alone comparing
         them to a list of dimensions of radius, ulna, femur, tibia and fibula. Roughly, she rubbed her index finger and thumb through
         both eyebrows, and glanced at the telephone on a nearby desk.
      

      She ought to phone home. She needed to get her mother on the line or at least to speak with Mrs Gustafson and see if everything
         was under control in Acton. But punching in those seven numbers and waiting with mounting anxiety for the phone to be answered
         and then facing the possible knowledge that things weren’t working out any better than they had been for the last week … She
         couldn’t do it.
      

      Barbara told herself that there was no point to phoning Acton anyway. Mrs Gustafson was nearly deaf. Her mother existed in
         her own cloudy world of long-term dementia. The chance of Mrs Gustafson hearing the phone was as remote as her mother’s ability
         to understand that the shrill double ringing coming from the kitchen meant that someone somewhere wanted to speak through
         that peculiar black instrument that hung from the wall. Hearing the noise, she was as likely to open the oven or go to the
         front door as she was to pick up the telephone receiver. And even if she managed that much, it was doubtful she’d recognize
         Barbara’s voice or even remember who she was without endless, frustrating, hair-pulling prodding.
      

      Her mother was sixty-three years old. Her health was excellent. It was only her mind that was dying.

      Employing Mrs Gustafson to stay with Mrs Havers during the day was, Barbara knew, only at best a temporary and unsatisfactory
         measure. Seventy-two years old herself, Mrs Gustafson had neither the energy nor the resources to care for a woman whose day
         had to be programmed and monitored as carefully as a toddler’s. Three times already Barbara had come face-to-face with the
         impediments inherent in giving Mrs Gustafson even limited guardianship over her mother. Twice she had arrived home later than
         usual to find Mrs Gustafson sound asleep in the sitting room. While the television shrieked out a programme’s laugh track,
         her mother floated in a mental fugue, once wandering at the bottom of the back garden, once swaying aimlessly outside on the
         front steps.
      

      But the third incident, just two days ago, had rocked Barbara severely. An interview connected to the Maida Vale rent boy
         case had brought her close to her own neighbourhood, and she had gone home unexpectedly to see how things were going. The
         house was empty. At first she felt no panic, assuming Mrs Gustafson had taken her mother for a walk and, in fact, feeling
         quite grateful that the older woman was even up to the challenge of controlling Mrs Havers in the street.
      

      Gratitude disintegrated with Mrs Gustafson’s appearance on the front steps less than five minutes later. She’d just popped
         home to feed her fish, she said and added, ‘Mum’s all right, i’nt she?’
      

      For a moment, Barbara refused to believe what Mrs Gustafson’s question implied. ‘She isn’t with you?’ she asked.

      Mrs Gustafson raised one liver-spotted hand to her throat. A tremor shook the grey curls of her wig. ‘Just popped home to
         feed the fish,’ she said. ‘No more’n a minute or two, Barbie.’
      

      Barbara’s eyes flew to the clock. She felt panic sweeping over her and with it came the wild scattering of a dozen different
         scenarios comprising her mother lying dead in the Uxbridge Road, her mother floundering through the crowds on the Tube, her
         mother trying to find her way to South Ealing Cemetery where both her son and her husband were buried, her mother thinking
         she were twenty years younger with an appointment at the beauty parlour to keep, her mother being assaulted, being robbed,
         being raped.
      

      Barbara rushed from the house, leaving Mrs Gustafson wringing her hands and wailing ‘It was just the fish’, as if that could
         somehow excuse her negligence. She revved her Mini and roared in the direction of the Uxbridge Road. She tore down streets
         and crisscrossed alleys. She stopped people. She ran into local stores. And she finally found her on the grounds of the local
         primary school where both Barbara and her long-dead younger brother had once been pupils.
      

      The Headmaster had already phoned the police. Two uniformed constables – one male and one female – were talking with her mother
         when Barbara arrived. Against the windows of the school building itself, Barbara could see curious faces pressed. And why
         not, she thought. Her mother certainly presented a spectacle, wearing a thin summer house dress and slippers and nothing else
         at all save her spectacles which were not on her nose but for some reason perched on the top of her head. Her hair was uncombed,
         her body smelled unwashed. She babbled and protested and argued like a madwoman. When the female constable reached out for
         her, she dodged away adroitly and began running towards the school, calling for her children.
      

      That had been just two days ago, yet another indication that Mrs Gustafson was not the answer.

      In the eight months since her father’s death, Barbara had tried a variety of solutions to the problem of her mother. At first,
         she’d taken her to an adult day care centre, the very latest thing in dealing with the aged. But the centre couldn’t keep
         their ‘clients’ after seven at night, and the calls of policework made her hours irregular. Had he known of her need to fetch
         her mother by seven, Barbara’s superior officer would have insisted that she take the time to do so. But that would have placed
         an unfair burden upon his shoulders, and Barbara valued her job and her partnership with Thomas Lynley too highly to jeopardize
         either by giving her personal problems priority.
      

      She’d tried a variety of paid companions after that, four in succession who lasted a total of twelve weeks. She’d worked with
         a church group. She’d employed a series of visiting social workers. She’d contacted Social Services and arranged for home
         help. And at the last, she’d fallen back upon Mrs Gustafson, their neighbour. Against the monitory recommendation of her own
         daughter, Mrs Gustafson had stepped in as a temporary measure. But the fuse on Mrs Gustafson’s ability to deal with Mrs Havers
         was a short one. And the fuse on Barbara’s willingness to put up with Mrs Gustafson’s lapses was even shorter. It was only
         a matter of days before something blew.
      

      Barbara knew the answer was an institution. But she couldn’t live with the thought of placing her mother in a public hospital
         rife with inadequacies associated with the National Health. At the same time, she couldn’t afford a private hospital, unless
         she won the football pools like a female Freddie Clegg.
      

      She felt in her jacket pocket for the business card she’d placed there this morning. Hawthorn Lodge, it said. Uneeda Drive,
         Greenford. A single call to Florence Magentry and her problems would be solved.
      

      ‘Mrs Flo,’ Mrs Magentry had said when she answered the door to Barbara’s knock at half past nine that morning. ‘That’s what
         my dears call me. Mrs Flo.’
      

      She lived in a two-storey semi-detached piece of uninspired postwar housing which she optimistically called Hawthorn Lodge.
         Grey stucco relieved by a brick façade on the ground floor, the house featured woodwork the colour of oxblood and a five-paned
         bow window looking out on a front garden filled with trolls. The front door opened directly onto a stairway. To the right
         of this a door revealed a sitting-room into which Mrs Flo led Barbara, chatting continually about the ‘amenables’ which the
         house offered the dears who came to visit.
      

      ‘I call it a visit,’ Mrs Flo said, patting Barbara’s arm with a hand that was soft and white and surprisingly warm. ‘Seems
         less permanent that way, doesn’t it? Let me show you round.’
      

      Barbara knew she was looking for features that she could proclaim ideal. She ticked the items off in her mind. Comfortable
         furniture in the sitting room – worn but well made – along with a television, a stereo, two shelves of books and a collection
         of large and colourful magazines; fresh paint and wallpaper and gay prints on the walls; tidy kitchen and a dinette whose
         windows overlooked the back garden; four bedrooms upstairs, one for Mrs Flo and the other three for the dears. Two loos, one
         up and one down, both glistening white with fixtures shining like silver. And Mrs Flo herself, with her large-framed spectacles
         and her modern wedge-cut hair and her neat shirtwaister with a pansy brooch pinned at its throat. She looked like a smart
         matron, and she smelled of lemons.
      

      ‘You’ve phoned up at just the right time,’ Mrs Flo said. ‘We lost our dear Mrs Tilbird last week. Ninety-three she was. Sharp
         as a pin. Went off in her sleep, bless her. Just as peaceful as ever you’d want someone’s passing to be. She’d been with me
         a month short of ten years.’ Mrs Flo’s eyes became misty in her plump-cheeked face. ‘Well, no one lives forever, and that’s
         a fact, isn’t it? Would you like to meet the dears?’
      

      The residents of Hawthorn Lodge were taking a bit of morning sun in the back garden. There were only two of them, one an eighty-four-year-old
         blind woman who smiled and nodded at Barbara’s greeting after which she immediately fell asleep and the other a frightened-looking
         woman somewhere in her fifties, who clutched Mrs Flo’s hands and cowered back in her chair. Barbara recognized the symptoms.
      

      ‘Can you cope with two?’ she asked frankly.

      Mrs Flo smoothed down the hair of the hand clutcher. ‘They’re no trouble to me, dear. God gives everyone a burden, doesn’t
         He? But no one’s burden is more than he can bear.’
      

      Barbara thought of that now with her fingers still touching the card in her jacket pocket. Is that what she was trying to
         do, to slough off a burden that, from laziness or perverse selfishness, she didn’t want to bear?
      

      She avoided the question by evaluating everything that made the placement of her mother at Hawthorn Lodge right. She enumerated
         the positives: the proximity to Greenford Station and the fact that she would only have to change trains once – at Tottenham
         Court Road – if she placed her mother in this situation and herself took the small studio she’d managed to find in Chalk Farm;
         the greengrocer’s stand right inside Greenford Station where she could buy her mother fresh fruit on the way to a visit; the
         common just a street away with its central walk lined with hawthorns which led to a play area of swings, see-saw, roundabout
         and benches where they could sit and watch the neighbourhood children romp; the string of businesses nearby – a chemist, a
         supermarket, a wine shop, a bakery and even a Chinese take-away, her mother’s favourite food.
      

      Yet even as she listed every feature that encouraged her to phone Mrs Flo while she still had a vacancy, Barbara knew she
         was deliberately avoiding a few of the qualities of Hawthorn Lodge which she hadn’t been able to ignore. She told herself
         that nothing could be done about the unremitting noise from the A40, or about the fact that Greenford itself was a sandwich
         of a community squeezed between the railway and a motorway. Then there were the three broken trolls in the front garden. Why
         on earth should she even think of them, except that there was something so pathetic about the chipped nose on one, the broken
         hat on another, the armlessness of a third. And there was something chilling about the shiny patches on the sofa where oily,
         old heads had pressed against its back for too long. And the crumbs in the corner of the blind woman’s mouth …
      

      Minor things, she told herself, little hooks digging into the skin of her guilt. One couldn’t expect perfection anywhere.
         Besides, all of these minor points of discomfiture were inconsequential when one compared them with the circumstances of their
         lives in Acton and the condition of the house in which they now lived.
      

      The reality, however, was that this decision went far beyond Acton versus Greenford and far beyond keeping her mother at home
         or sending her away. The entire decision went right to the core of what Barbara herself wanted, which was simple enough: a
         life away from Acton, away from her mother, away from the burdens which, unlike Mrs Flo, she did not believe she was equipped
         to bear.
      

      Selling the house in Acton would give her the money to support her mother in Mrs Flo’s house. She would have the funds to
         set herself up in Chalk Farm as well. No matter that the Chalk Farm studio was little more than twenty-five feet long and
         twelve feet wide, little more than a converted potting shed with a terracotta chimney and missing slates on the roof. It had
         possibilities. And that’s all Barbara asked of life any longer, just the promise, the whisper, the breath of possibility.
      

      Behind her, the door opened as someone slipped an identification card through its locking device. She glanced over her shoulder
         as Lynley entered, looking quite rested despite their late night with the Maida Vale killer.
      

      ‘Any luck?’ he asked her.

      ‘Next time I offer to do a bloke a favour, punch my lights, will you? This screen makes me blind.’

      ‘Nothing then, I take it?’

      ‘Nothing. But I haven’t exactly been giving it my all.’ She sighed, made a note of the last entry she’d read, and exited the
         programme. She rubbed her neck.
      

      ‘How was Hawthorn Lodge?’ Lynley asked her. He swung a chair over and joined her at the terminal.

      She did her best to avoid his eyes. ‘Nice enough, I suppose. But Greenford’s a bit out on the central line. I don’t know how
         Mum would make the adjustment. She’s used to Acton. The house. You know what I mean. She likes having her things about her.’
      

      She felt him watching her, but knew that he would not offer advice. Their positions in life were far too different for him
         to presume to make a suggestion. Still, Barbara knew he was only too aware of her mother’s condition and the decisions she
         herself now faced because of it.
      

      ‘I feel like a criminal,’ she said hollowly. ‘Why?’

      ‘She gave you life.’

      ‘I didn’t ask for it.’

      ‘No. But one always feels a responsibility to the giver. What’s the best course to take, we ask. And is the best course the
         right one, or is it just a convenient escape?’
      

      ‘God doesn’t give burdens we cannot bear,’ Barbara heard herself mouth.

      ‘That’s a particularly ridiculous platitude, Havers. It’s worse than saying things always work out for the best. What nonsense.
         Things work out for the worst more often than not, and God – if He exists – distributes unbearable burdens all the time. You
         of all people ought to know that.’
      

      ‘Why?’

      ‘You’re a cop.’ He pushed himself to his feet. ‘We’ve a job out of town. It’ll be a few days. I’ll go on ahead. You come when
         you can.’
      

      His offer irked her, filled as it was with the implicit understanding of her situation. She knew he wouldn’t take another
         officer. He’d do his work and her own until she could join him. How utterly like him. She hated his easy generosity. It made
         her his debtor, and she did not possess – would never possess – the coin with which he might be repaid.
      

      ‘No,’ she said. ‘I’ll get things set up at home. I’ll be ready in … How much time do I have? An hour? Two?’

      ‘Havers …’

      ‘I’ll go.’
      

      ‘Havers, it’s Cambridge.’

      She jerked her head up, saw the undisguised satisfaction in his warm brown eyes. She shook her head darkly. ‘You’re a real
         fool, Inspector.’
      

      He nodded, grinned. ‘But only for love.’

   
      3

      Anthony Weaver pulled his Citroën to a halt on the wide gravel drive of his home in Adams Road. He stared through the windscreen
         at the winter jasmine that grew – neat and restrained – on the trellis to the left of the front door. For the last eight hours
         he’d been living in the region that lies just between a nightmare and hell, and now he was numb. It was shock, his intellect
         told him. Certainly, he’d begin feeling something again just as soon as this period of disbelief had passed.
      

      He made no move to get out of the car. Instead, he waited for his former wife to speak. But stolidly sitting next to him in
         the passenger seat, Glyn Weaver maintained the silence with which she had greeted him at the Cambridge railway station.
      

      She hadn’t allowed him to drive to London to fetch her, to carry her suitcase, or to open a door. Nor had she allowed him
         to witness her grief. He understood. He’d already accepted the blame for their daughter’s death. He’d taken on that responsibility
         the moment he’d identified Elena’s body. Glyn had no need to hurl accusations at him. He would have agreed with every one.
      

      He saw her eyes sweep over the front of the house, and he wondered if she would remark upon it. She hadn’t been to Cambridge
         since helping Elena get settled into St Stephen’s in her first term, and even then she’d not set foot in Adams Road.
      

      She would, he knew, see the house as an indication of the combined elements of remarriage, inheritance and professional egocentricity,
         a veritable showpiece of his success. Brick, three storeys, white woodwork, decorative tile cladding from second storey to
         roofline, a glass-enclosed morning room with a roof terrace atop it. This was a far cry from their claustrophobic newly-wed
         digs, three rooms on Hope Street more than twenty years ago. This house was set alone at the end of a curved drive, not butted
         up to a neighbour’s dwelling and squatting less than five feet from the street. This was the house of a tenured professor,
         a respected member of the history faculty. This was no ill-lit tenement of dying dreams.
      

      To the right of the house, a copper beech hedge – brilliant with the sunset colours of autumn – walled off the back garden.
         Through an opening in the bushes, an Irish setter bounded joyfully towards the car. Seeing the animal, Glyn spoke for the
         first time, her voice low, without apparent emotion.
      

      ‘This is her dog?’

      ‘Yes.’

      ‘We couldn’t keep one in London. The flat was too small. She always wanted a dog. She talked about a spaniel. She—’

      Breaking off, Glyn got out of the car. The dog took two hesitant steps forward, tongue hanging out in a slap-dash canine grin.
         Glyn observed the animal but made no overt attempt to greet him. He took another two steps and snuffed round her feet. With
         a rapid blink, she looked back at the house.
      

      She said, ‘Justine’s made you a lovely place in the world, Anthony.’

      Between brick pilasters, the front door opened, its polished oak panels catching what little of the quickly fading afternoon
         light managed to seep through the fog. Anthony’s wife, Justine, stood with one hand on the doorknob. She said, ‘Glyn. Come
         in. Please. I’ve made tea,’ after which she backed once again into the house, wisely offering no condolences where they would
         not be welcome.
      

      Anthony followed Glyn into the house, carrying her suitcase up to the guest room, and returning to find her and Justine standing
         in the sitting room, Glyn at the window overlooking the front lawn with its careful arrangement of white, wrought-iron furniture
         glistening through the fog, and Justine by the sofa with the tips of her fingers pressed together in front of her.
      

      His first and second wives could not have been more dissimilar. Glyn, at forty-six, was making no attempt to resist the encroachments
         of middle age. Her face was worn, with crow’s feet at her eyes, deep lines like trenches from nose to chin, tiny indentations
         shooting out from her lips, jawline losing definition from the pull of flesh beginning to sag. Grey streaked her hair, which
         she wore long, drawn back from her face in a severe chignon. Her body was thickening at the waist and hips, and she covered
         it with tweed and wool and flesh-coloured stockings and flat walking shoes.
      

      In contrast, Justine, at thirty-five, still managed to suggest the fresh bloom of youth. Blessed with the sort of facial structure
         that would only enhance her looks as she grew older, she was attractive without being beautiful, with smooth skin, blue eyes,
         knife-edged cheekbones, a firm jaw. She was tall and lanky with a cascade of dusty blonde hair that hung, as it had from adolescence,
         loosely round her shoulders. Trim and fit, she wore the same clothes now in which she had gone off to work this morning, a
         tailored grey suit with a wide black belt, grey stockings, black pumps, a silver pin on her lapel. She was perfect, as always.
      

      Anthony looked beyond her to the dining room where she had laid the table for afternoon tea. It served as demonstration of
         how Justine had spent the hours since he had telephoned her at the University Press to tell her of his daughter’s death. While
         he had been to the morgue, to the police station, to the college, to his office, to the railway station, while he had identified
         the body and answered questions and accepted incredulous condolences and contacted his former wife, Justine had made her own
         preparations for the coming days of their mourning. The result of her efforts was spread across the burl-topped dining table.
      

      On a linen cloth sat the entire tea service from their wedding china, a pattern of gilt-edged roses and curling leaves. Among
         the plates and cups and silver and crisp white napkins and vases of flowers lay a poppy seed cake, a platter of delicate afternoon
         sandwiches, another of thinly sliced bread and butter, fresh scones, strawberry jam and clotted cream.
      

      Anthony looked at his wife. Justine smiled fleetingly, saying again with an airy motion at the table, ‘I’ve made tea.’

      ‘Thank you, darling,’ he said. The words felt unnatural, badly rehearsed.

      ‘Glyn.’ Justine waited for the other woman to turn. ‘May I offer you something?’

      Glyn’s eyes slid to the table, from there to Anthony. ‘Thank you. No. I couldn’t possibly eat.’

      Justine turned to her husband. ‘Anthony?’

      He saw the trap. For a moment, he felt suspended in the air, like the rope in an endless tug-of-war. Then he went to the table.
         He chose a sandwich, a scone, a slice of cake. The food tasted like sand.
      

      Justine came to his side and poured the tea. Its steam rose in the air with the fruity scent of the modern, herbal blend she
         preferred. The two of them stood there with the food spread out before them and the silver gleaming and the flowers fresh.
         Glyn remained by the window in the other room. No one moved towards a chair.
      

      ‘What did the police tell you?’ Glyn asked. ‘They never phoned me, you know.’

      ‘I told them not to.’

      ‘Why?’

      ‘I thought I should be the one to—’

      ‘You?’
      

      Anthony saw Justine set down her teacup. He saw that her eyes remained on its rim.

      ‘What happened to her, Anthony?’

      ‘Glyn, sit down. Please.’

      ‘I want to know what happened.’

      Anthony set his plate down next to the cup of tea which he had not tasted. He returned to the sitting room. Justine followed.
         He sat on the sofa, motioned his wife down next to him, and waited to see if Glyn would move from the window. She did not
         do so. She looked as if she were fixed permanently to the spot. Next to him, Justine began twisting her wedding band.
      

      Anthony recited the facts for Glyn. Elena was out running, someone killed her. She was beaten and strangled.

      ‘I want to see the body.’

      ‘No. Glyn. You don’t.’

      Glyn’s voice wavered for the first time. ‘She was my daughter. I want to see the body.’

      ‘Not as she is now. Later. When the morticians—’

      ‘I’ll see her, Anthony.’

      He could hear the tight elevation in her voice and knew from experience where it would lead. He headed her off with, ‘One
         side of her face is bashed in. The bones are showing. She doesn’t have a nose. Is that what you want to see?’
      

      Glyn fumbled in her handbag and brought out a tissue. ‘Damn you,’ she whispered. Then, ‘How did it happen? You told me – you
         promised me – she wouldn’t run alone.’
      

      ‘She phoned Justine last night. She said she wasn’t going to run this morning.’

      ‘She phoned …’ Glyn’s glance moved from Anthony to his wife. ‘You ran with Elena?’

      Justine stopped twisting her wedding band, but she kept her fingers on it, as if it were a talisman. ‘Anthony asked me to.
         He didn’t like her running along the river when it was dark, so I ran as well. Last night she phoned and said she wouldn’t
         be running, but evidently, for some reason she changed her mind.’
      

      ‘How long has this been going on?’ Glyn asked, her attention going back to her former husband. ‘You said Elena wouldn’t be
         running alone, but you never said that Justine—’ She abruptly shifted gears. ‘How could you do that, Anthony? How could you
         entrust your daughter’s well-being to—’
      

      ‘Glyn,’ Anthony interposed.

      ‘She wouldn’t be concerned. She wouldn’t watch over her. She wouldn’t take care to see that she was safe.’

      ‘Glyn, for God’s sake.’

      ‘It’s true. She’s never had a child, so how could she know what it’s like to watch and wait and worry and wonder. To have
         dreams. A thousand and one dreams that won’t come to anything because she didn’t run with Elena this morning.’
      

      Justine hadn’t moved on the sofa. Her expression was fixed, a glazed mask of good breeding. ‘Let me take you to your room,’
         she said and got to her feet. ‘You must be exhausted. We’ve put you in the yellow room at the back of the house. It’s quiet
         there. You’ll be able to rest.’
      

      ‘I want Elena’s room.’

      ‘Well, yes. Of course. That’s no trouble at all. I’ll just see to the sheets …’ Her voice drifting off, Justine left the room.

      Glyn said at once, ‘Why did you give her Elena?’

      ‘What are you saying? Justine is my wife.’

      ‘That’s the real point, isn’t it? How much do you care that Elena’s dead? You’ve got someone right here to cook up another.’

      Anthony got to his feet. Against her words, he summoned up the image of Elena as he last had seen her from the window of the
         morning room, offering him a grin and a final wave from her bicycle as she pedalled off to a supervision after their lunch
         together. It had been just the two of them, eating their sandwiches, chatting about the dog, sharing an hour of love.
      

      He felt anguish swell. Re-create Elena? Fashion another? There was only one. He himself had died with her.

      Blindly, he pushed past his ex-wife. He could still hear her low, harsh words continue as he left the house even though he
         couldn’t distinguish one from another. He stumbled to his car, fumbled the keys into the ignition. He was reversing down the
         driveway when Justine ran outside.
      

      She called his name. He saw her caught for a moment in the headlamps before he plunged his foot onto the accelerator and with
         a sputter of gravel, clattered into Adams Road.
      

      He felt his chest heaving, his throat aching as he drove. He began to weep – dry, hot, tearless sobs for his daughter and
         his wives and the mess he’d made of every part of his life.
      

      He was on Grange Road and then on Barton Road and then, blessedly, out of Cambridge itself. It had grown quite dark and the
         fog was thick, especially in this area of fallow, open fields and winter-dying hedges. But he drove without caution, and when
         the countryside gave way to a village, he parked and threw himself out of the car only to find that the temperature had fallen
         further, encouraged by the bitter East Anglian wind. He’d left his overcoat at home. All he wore was a suit jacket. But that
         was of no account. He turned up its collar and began to walk, past a kissing gate, past half a dozen thatched cottages, stopping
         only when he came to her house. He crossed the street then to get some distance from the building. But even through the fog,
         he could see in through the window.
      

      She was there, moving across the sitting room with a mug in her hand. She was small, so slender. If he held her, she would
         be practically nothing in his arms, just a fragile heartbeat and a glowing life that consumed him and fired him and had once
         made him whole.
      

      He wanted to go to her. He needed to talk to her. He wanted to be held.

      He stepped off the kerb. As he did so, a car skidded by, horn honking in warning, a stifled shout from inside. It brought
         him back to his senses.
      

      He watched her go to the fireplace where she fed wood into the flames as he once had done, turning from the fire to find her
         eyes on him, her smile a benediction, her hand held out.
      

      ‘Tonio,’ she’d murmur, his name underscored with love.

      And he’d answer her even as he did this moment.

      ‘Tigresse.’ Just a whisper. ‘Tigresse. La Tigresse.’

      Lynley arrived in Cambridge at half past five and drove directly to Bulstrode Gardens where he parked the Bentley in front
         of a house that reminded him of Jane Austen’s home in Chawton. Here was the same symmetry of design – two casement windows
         and a white front door below, three evenly spaced windows in the same positions above. Possessing a pantiled roof and several
         plain chimneys, the house was a rectangular, solid, uninspired piece of architecture. Lynley didn’t, however, feel the same
         disappointment upon seeing it that he had felt in Chawton. One expected Jane Austen to have lived in a snug, whimsically atmospheric
         thatched cottage surrounded by a garden filled with flowerbeds and trees. One didn’t expect a struggling lecturer from the
         divinity faculty to maintain a wife and three children in that kind of wattle and daub heaven.
      

      He got out of the car and shrugged into his overcoat. The fog, he noted, managed to obscure and romanticize features of the
         house that spoke of a growing indifference and neglect. In lieu of a garden, a semi-circular driveway of leaf-strewn pebbles
         curved round the front door, and the inner part of the semi-circle comprised an overgrown flowerbed which was separated from
         the street by a low, brick wall. Here, nothing had been done to prepare the ground for autumn or winter, so the remains of
         summer plants were lying blackened and dying against a solid sheet of unturned soil. A large hibiscus was fast overpowering
         the garden wall, trailing among the yellowed leaves of narcissi which should long ago have been cleared away. To the left
         of the front door an actinidia had worked its way up to the roof and was sending out tendrils to cover one of the lower windows,
         while to the right of the door, the same species of plant was creating an inert mound of disease-spotted leaves. As a result,
         the front of the house bore a lopsided appearance at odds with the symmetry of its design.
      

      Lynley passed beneath a slender birch at the edge of the drive. From a neighbouring house, he could hear faint music and somewhere
         in the fog, a door slammed shut like the crack of a pistol shot. Sidestepping an overturned large-wheeled tricycle, he mounted
         the single step to the porch and rang the bell.
      

      Its noise was answered by the shouting of two children who raced to the front door with the accompanying clatter of some sort
         of popping toy. Hands which could not yet successfully manage the doorknob pounded frantically instead on the wood.
      

      ‘Auntie Leen!’ Either the boy or the girl was doing the shouting. It was difficult to tell.

      A light went on in the room to the right of the front door, sending an insubstantial oblong of illumination onto the driveway
         through the mist. A baby began crying. A woman’s voice called out, ‘Just a moment.’
      

      ‘Auntie Leen! Door!’

      ‘I know, Christian.’

      Above his head, the porchlight went on, and Lynley heard the sound of the deadbolt turning. ‘Step back, darling,’ the woman
         said as she opened the door.
      

      The four of them were framed by the architrave, and held in a sideways diffusion of gold light from the sitting room that
         would have done credit to Rembrandt. Indeed, just for a moment, they looked very much like a painting, the woman in a cowl-necked
         rose sweater against which she held an infant wrapped in a cranberry shawl while two toddlers clutched the legs of her black
         wool trousers, a boy with a misshapen bruise beneath his eye and a girl with the handle of some sort of wheeled toy in her
         hand. This, apparently, was the source of the popping sound Lynley had heard, for the toy was domed in transparent plastic
         and when the child pushed it along the floor, coloured balls flew up and hit the dome like noisy bubbles.
      

      ‘Tommy!’ Lady Helen Clyde said. She took a step back from the door and urged the two children to do the same. They moved like
         a unit. ‘You’re in Cambridge.’
      

      ‘Yes.’

      She looked over his shoulder as if in the expectation of seeing someone with him. ‘You’re alone?’

      ‘Alone.’

      ‘What a surprise. Come in.’

      The house smelled strongly of wet wool, sour milk, talcum powder and nappies, the odours of children. It was filled with the
         detritus of children as well, in the form of toys strewn across the sitting-room floor, storybooks with torn pages gaping
         open on the sofa and chairs, discarded jumpers and playsuits heaped on the hearth. A stained blue blanket was bunched onto
         the seat of a miniature rocking chair, and as Lynley followed Lady Helen through the sitting room into the kitchen at the
         rear of the house, the little boy ran to this, grabbed it, and clutched it. He peered at Lynley with defiant curiosity.
      

      ‘Who’s he, Auntie Leen?’ he demanded. His sister remained at Lady Helen’s side, her left hand fixed like an extra appendage
         to her aunt’s trousers while her right hand made the climb to her face and her thumb found its way into her mouth. ‘Stop that,
         Perdita,’ the boy said. ‘Mummy says not to suck. You baby.’
      

      ‘Christian,’ Lady Helen said in gentle admonition. She guided Perdita to a child-sized table beneath a window where the little
         girl began to rock in the tiny ladder-back chair, her thumb in her mouth, her large dark eyes fixed with what looked like
         desperation on her aunt.
      

      ‘They’re not dealing with a new baby sister very well,’ Lady Helen said quietly to Lynley, shifting the crying infant to her
         other shoulder. ‘I was just taking her up to be fed.’
      

      ‘How’s Pen doing?’ Lynley asked.

      Lady Helen glanced at the children. The simple look said it all. No better.

      She said, ‘Let me take the baby up. I’ll be back in a moment.’ She smiled. ‘Can you manage?’

      ‘Does he bite?’

      ‘Only girls.’

      ‘That’s a comforting thought.’

      She laughed and went back through the sitting room. He heard her footsteps on the stairs and the sound of her voice as she
         murmured to the baby, gentling its cries.
      

      He turned back to the children. They were twins, he knew, just over four years old, Christian and Perdita. The girl was older
         by fifteen minutes, but the boy was larger, more aggressive, and, from what Lynley could see, unlikely to respond to friendly
         overtures from strangers. That was just as well, considering the times in which they lived. Nonetheless, it didn’t make for
         a comfortable situation. He had never been at his best with toddlers.
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